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The hardest thing about killing a hitchhiker is finding one to 
pick up. 

Donaldson could remember just ten years ago, 
when interstates boasted a hitcher every ten miles, and a 
discriminating killer could pick and choose who looked the 
easiest, the most fun, the juiciest. These days, cops kept the 
expressways clear of easy marks, and Donaldson was forced 
to cruise off-ramps, underpasses, and rest areas, prowl back 
roads, take one hour coffee breaks at oases. Recreational 
murder was becoming more trouble than it was worth. 

He’d found this one standing in a Cracker Barrel parking 
lot. The kid had been obvious, leaning against the cement 
ashtray near the entrance, an oversize hiking pack strapped 
to his back. He was approaching every patron leaving the 
restaurant, practicing his grin between rejections. 

A ripe plum, ready to pluck. 

Donaldson didn’t even have to initiate contact. He 
walked in to use the bathroom and strolled out car keys in 
hand, letting them jingle a bit. The kid solicited him almost 
immediately. 

“Excuse me, sir. Are you heading up north?” 

Donaldson stopped, pretending to notice the man for the 
first time. He was young, maybe mid-twenties. Short, reddish 


hair, a few freckles on his face, mostly hidden by glasses. His 
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clothing looked worn but of good quality. Donaldson was 
twice his age, and damn near twice his weight. 

Donaldson rubbed his chin, which he knew softened his 
harsh features. 

“In fact I am, son.” 

The boy’s eyes lit up, but he kept a lid on his excitement. 
Any hitcher worth his salt knew to test the waters before 
sealing the deal. 

“I am, too. If you'd like some company, I can chip in for 
gas.” He hooded his eyes and quickly added, “No funny stuff. 
Tm just looking for a ride. I was hoping to get to Ogden by 
midnight. Got family up there. My name’s Brett, by the way.” 

Well played, Donaldson thought. Friendly, a little 
desperate, making clear this wasn’t a sexual hookup and that 
he had people waiting for him. 

As if any of that would keep him safe. 

“How do I know you're not some psycho?” Donaldson 
asked. He knew that was pushing it, but he liked the irony. 

“There’s a gas station across the street. I can top off the 
tank, pay with a credit card. All gas stations have cameras 
these days. Credit card is a paper trail. If anything happens to 
you, that would link me to your car, and I'd get caught.” 

Smart kid. But not that smart. 

The really smart ones don’t hitchhike. 

“Won't need gas for a few hundred miles.” Donaldson 


took off his Cubs baseball hat, running a hand over his gray, 
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thinning hair. Another way to disarm the victim. No one 
feared grandfatherly types. “Until then, if you promise not to 
sing any show tunes, you got yourself a ride.” 

Brett smiled, hefted his pack onto his shoulders, and 
followed his ride into the parking lot. Donaldson unlocked 
the doors and the kid loaded his pack into the backseat of 
Donaldson’s 2006 black Honda Accord, pausing when he saw 
the clear plastic covers on the front seats. 

“My dog, Neil, usually rides up front with me,” 
Donaldson said, shrugging. “I don’t like him messing up the 
upholstery.” 

Brett flashed skepticism until he noticed the picture 
taped to the dash: Donaldson and a long-haired dachshund. 

“Sheds like crazy,” Donaldson said. “If you buy a dog, 
stick with short-haired breeds.” 

That was apparently reassurance enough, because Brett 
climbed in. 

Donaldson heaved himself into the driver’s seat, the car 
bouncing on its shocks. 

“Buckle up for safety.” Donaldson resisted the urge to lick 
his lips, then released the brake, started the car, and pulled 
onto the highway. 

The first ten miles were awkward. Always were. Strangers 
tended to stay strangers. How often did a person initiate 
conversation on a plane or while waiting in line? People kept 


to themselves. It made them feel safe. 
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Donaldson broke the tension by asking the standard 
questions. Where'd you go to school? What do you do for a 
living? Where you headed? When’d you start hitchhiking? 
Invariably, the conversation turned to him. 

“So what’s your name?” Brett asked. 

“Donaldson.” No point in lying. Brett wouldn't be alive 
long enough to tell anyone. 

“What do you do, Donaldson?” 

“Tm a courier.” 

Donaldson sipped from the Big Gulp container in the 
cup holder, taking a hit of caffeinated sugar water. He offered 
the cup to Brett, who shook his head. Probably worried about 
germs. Donaldson smiled. That should have been the least of 
his worries. 

“So you mean you deliver packages?” 

“I deliver anything. Sometimes overnight delivery isn’t 
fast enough, and people are willing to pay a premium to get it 
same day.” 

“What sort of things?” 

“Things people need right away. Legal documents. Car 
parts for repairs. A diabetic forgets his insulin, guy loses 
his glasses and can’t drive home without them, kid needs 
his cello for a recital. Or a kidney needs to get to a transplant 
location on time. That’s the run I’m on right now.” 

Donaldson jerked a thumb over his shoulder, pointing 


to the backseat floorboard. Brett glanced back, saw a cooler 
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sitting there, a biohazard sticker on the lid. 

“No kidding, there’s a kidney in there?” 

“There will be, once I get it.” Donaldson winked at the 
kid. “By the way, what’s your blood type?” 

The kid chuckled nervously. Donaldson joined in. 

A long stretch of road approaching. No cars in either 
direction. 

“Sounds like an interesting job,” Brett said. 

“It is. Perfect for a loner like me. That’s why it’s nice to 
have company every so often. Gets lonely on the road.” 

“What about Neil?” 

“Neil?” 

Brett pointed at the photograph on the dashboard. “Your 
dog. You said he rode with you sometimes.” 

“Oh, yeah. Neil. Of course. But it isn’t the same as having 
a human companion. Know what I mean?” 

Brett nodded, then glanced at the fuel gauge. 

“You're down to a quarter tank,” he said. 

“Really? I thought I just filled up. Next place we see, I'll 
take you up on that offer to pay.” 

It was a bright, sunny late afternoon, clean country air 
blowing in through the inch of window Donaldson had open. 
A perfect day for a drive. The road ahead was clear, no one 
behind them. 


“So seriously,” Donaldson asked, “What’s your blood 


type?” 
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Brett’s chuckle sounded forced this time, and Donald- 
son didn’t join in. Brett put his hand in his pocket. Going 
for a weapon, or holding one for reassurance, Donaldson 
figured. Not many hitchers traveled without some form of 
reassurance. 

But Donaldson had something better than a knife, or a 
gun. His weapon weighed thirty-six hundred pounds and was 
barreling down the road at eighty miles per hour. 

Checking once more for traffic, Donaldson gripped the 
wheel, braced himself, and stood on the brake. 

The car screeched toward a skidding halt, Brett’s 
seatbelt popping open exactly the way Donaldson had rigged 
it to, and the kid launched headfirst into the dashboard. 
The spongy plastic had, beneath the veneer, been reinforced 
with unforgiving steel. 

The car shuddered to a stop, the stench of scorched 
rubber in the air. Brett was in bad shape. With no seatbelt 
and one hand in his pocket, he’d banged his nose up pretty 
good. Donaldson grasped his hair, rammed his face into 
the dashboard two more times, then opened the glove 
compartment. He grabbed a plastic zip tie, checked again for 
oncoming traffic, and quickly secured the kid’s hands behind 
his back. In Brett’s coat pocket, he found a tiny Swiss Army 
knife. Donaldson barked out a laugh. 

If memory served, and it usually did, there was an off 


ramp less than a mile ahead, and then a remote stretch of 
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farmland. Donaldson pulled back onto the highway and 
headed for it, whistling as he drove. 

The farm stood just where he remembered it. Donald- 
son pulled off the road into a cornfield and drove through the 
dead stalks until he could no longer see the road. He killed the 
engine, set the parking brake—the Accord had transmission 
issues—then tugged out the keys to ensure it wouldn't roll 
away. 

His passenger whimpered as Donaldson muscled him 
out of the car and dragged him into the stalks. 

He whimpered even more when Donaldson jerked his 
pants down around his ankles, got him loosened up with an 
ear of corn, and then forced himself inside. 

“Gonna stab me with your little knife?” he whispered 
in Brett’s ear between grunts. “Think that was going to save 
you?” 

When he'd finished, Donaldson sat on the kid’s chest 
and tried out all the attachments on the Swiss Army knife 
for himself. The tiny scissors worked well on eyelids. The 
nail file just reached the eardrums. The little two inch 
blade was surprisingly sharp and adept at whittling the 
nose down to the cartilage. And the corkscrew dida fine job on 
Brett’s Adam’s apple, popping it out in one piece and leaving 
a gaping hole that poured blood bright as a young cabernet. 

Apple was a misnomer. It tasted more like a peach pit. 


Sweet and stringy. 
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He shoved another ear of corn into Brett’s neck hole, then 
stood up to watch. 

Donaldson had killed a lot of people in a lot of different 
ways, but suffocation especially tickled his funnybone. 
When people bled to death they just got sleepy. It was tough 
to see their expression when they were on fire, with all the 
thrashing and flames. Damaging internal organs, depending 
on the organ, was either too fast, too slow, or too loud. 

But a human being deprived of oxygen would panic 
for several minutes, providing quite a show. This kid lasted 
almost five, his eyes bulging out, wrenching his neck side to 
side in futile attempts to remove the cob, and turning all the 
colors of the rainbow before finally giving up the ghost. It got 
Donaldson so excited he almost raped him again. But the rest 
of the condoms were in the car, and befitting a man his age, 
once he got them and returned to the scene of death, his ardor 
probably would have waned. 

He didn’t bother trying to take Brett’s kidney, or any of 
his other parts. What the heck could he do with his organs 
anyway? Sell them on eBay? 

Cleanup was the part Donaldson hated most, but he 
always followed a strict procedure. First, he bagged everything 
associated with the crime. The rubber, the zip tie, the Swiss 
Army knife, and the two corn cobs, which might have his 
prints on them. Then he took a spray bottle of bleach solution 


and a roll of paper towels and cleaned out the interior of his 
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car. He used baby wipes on himself, paying special attention 
to his fingernails. Everything went into the white plastic 
garbage bag, along witha full can of gasoline and more bleach 
spray. 

He took the money from Brett’s wallet—forty lousy 
bucks—and found nothing of interest in his backpack. These 
went into the bag as well, and then he soaked that and the 
body with lighter fluid. 

The fire started easily. Donaldson knew from experience 
that he had about five minutes before the gas can exploded. 
He drove out of the cornfield at a fast clip, part of him 
disappointed he couldn’t stay to watch the fireworks. 

The final result would be a mess for anyone trying to 
ID the victim, gather evidence, or figure out what exactly 
had happened. If the body wasn’t discovered right away, and 
the elements and hungry animals added to the chaos, it would 
be a crime scene investigator’s worst nightmare. 

Donaldson knew how effective his disposal method 
was, because hed used it twenty-six times and hadnt ever 
been so much as questioned by police. 

He wondered if the FBI had a nickname for him, 
something sexy like The Roadside Burner. But he wasn’t 
convinced those jokers had even connected his many crimes. 
Donaldson’s courier route took him across four large, 
Western states, a land area of over four hundred thousand 


square miles. He waited at least a year before returning to 
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any particular spot, and he was finding new places to play 
all the time. 

Donaldson knew he would never be caught. He was smart, 
patient, and never compulsive. He could keep on doing this 
until he died or his pecker wore out, and they had pills these 
days to fix that. 


He reached I-15 at rush hour, traffic clogging routes both in 
and out of Salt Lake, and he was feeling happy and immortal 
until some jerk in a Winnebago decided to drive ten miles 
under the speed limit. Irritated motorists tagged along like 
ducklings, many of them using their horns, and everyone 
taking their good sweet time getting by in the passing lane. 

Seriously, they shouldn’t allow some people on the road. 

Donaldson was considering passing the whole lot of 
them on the shoulder, and as he surveyed the route and got 
ready to gun it, he saw a cute chick in pink shoes standing at 
the cloverleaf. Short, lugging a guitar case, jutting out a hip 
and shaking her thumb at everyone who passed. 

Two in one day? he thought. Do I have the energy? 

He cranked open the window to get rid of the bleach 
smell, and pulled up next to her under the overpass, feeling 


his arousal returning. 


SERIAL 


She set the guitar case on the pavement and stuck out her 
thumb. The minivan shrieked by. She turned her head, 
watched it go—no brakelights. The disappointment 
blossomed hot and sharp in her gut, like a shot of iced 
Stoli. Despite the midmorning brilliance of the rising sun, 
she could feel the cold gnawing through the tips of her gloved 
fingers, the earflaps of her black woolen hat. 

According to her Internet research, 491 (previously 666) 
ranked as the third least traveled highway in the Lower- 
Forty-eight, with an average of four cars passing a fixed 
point any given hour. Less of course at night. The downside 
of hitchhiking these little-known thoroughfares was the 
waiting, but the upside paid generous dividends in privacy. 

She exhaled a steaming breath and looked around. 
Painfully blue sky. Treeless high desert. Mountains thirty 
miles east. A further range to the northwest. They stood 
blanketed in snow, and on some level she understood that 
others would find them dramatic and beautiful, and she 


wondered what it felt like to be moved by nature. 


Two hours later, she lifted her guitar case and walked up 
the shoulder toward the idling Subaru Outback, heard the 


front passenger window humming down. She mustered a 
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faint smile as she reached the door. Two young men in the 
front seats stared at her. They seemed roughly her age and 
friendly enough, if a little hungover. Open cans of Bud in 
the center console drink holders had perfumed the interior 
with the sour stench of beer—a good omen, she thought. 
Might make things easier. 

“Where you headed?” the driver asked. He had sandy hair 
and an elaborate goatee. Impressive cords of bicep strained 
the cotton fibers of his muscle shirt. The passenger looked 
native—dark hair and eyes, brown skin, a thin, implausible 
mustache. 

“Salt Lake,” she said. 

“Were going to Tahoe. We could take you at least to 

I-15.” 
She surveyed the rear storage compartment—crammed 
with two snowboards and the requisite boots, parkas, snow 
pants, goggles, and...she suppressed the jolt of pleasure— 
helmets. She hadn’t thought of that before. 

A duffle bag took up the left side of the backseat. A little 
tight, but then she stood just five feet in her pink crocs. 
She could manage. 


“Comfortable back there?” the driver asked. 
“Ves.” 


Their eyes met in the rearview mirror. 
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“What’s your name?” 

“Lucy.” 

“Lucy, m Matt. This is Kenny. We were just about to have 
us a morning toke before we picked you up. Would it bother 
you if we did?” 

“Not at all.” 

“Pack that pipe, bro.” 

They got high as they crossed into Utah and became 
talkative and philosophically confident. They offered her 
some pot, but she declined. It grew hot in the car and she 
removed her hat and unbuttoned her black trench coat, 
breathing the fresh air coming in through the crack at the top 
of the window. 

“So where you going?” the Indian asked her. 

“Salt Lake.” 

“I already asked her that, bro.” 

“No, I mean what for?” 

“See some family.” 

“Were going to Tahoe. Do some snowboarding at 
Heavenly.” 

“Already told her that, bro.” 

The two men broke up into laughter. 

“So you play guitar, huh?” Kenny said. 

“Yes.” 

“Wanna strum something for us?” 


“Not just yet.” 
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They stopped at a filling station in Moab. Matt pumped gas 
and Kenny went inside the convenience store to procure 
the substantial list of snacks they’d been obsessing on for 
the last hour. When Matt walked inside to pay, she opened 
the guitar case and took out the syringe. The smell wafted 
out—not overpowering by any means, but she wondered 
if the boys would notice. She hadn’t had a chance to properly 
clean everything in awhile. Lucy reached up between the 
seats and tested the weight of the two Budweisers in the drink 
holders: each about half-full. She eyed the entrance to the 
store—no one coming—and shot a squirt from the syringe 


into the mouth of each can. 


Kenny cracked a can of Bud and said, “Dude, was that shit 
laced?” 

“What are you talking about?” 

They sped through a country of red rock and buttes and 
waterless arroyos. 

“What we smoked.” 

“I don’t think so.” 

“Man, I don’t feel right. Where’d you get it?” 

“From Tim. Same as always.” 

Lucy leaned forward and studied the double yellow line 
through the windshield. After Matt drifted across for a third 


time, she said, “Would you pull over please?” 
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“What’s wrong?” 

“Tm going to be sick.” 

“Oh God, don’t puke on our shit.” 

Matt pulled over onto the shoulder and Lucy opened her 
door and stumbled out. As she worked her way down a gentle 
embankment making fake retching sounds, she heard Matt 


saying, “Dude? Dude? Come on, dude! Wake up, dude!” 


She waited in the bed of the arroyo for ten minutes and 
then started back up the hill toward the car. Matt had 
slumped across the center console into Kenny’s lap. The man 
probably weighed two hundred pounds, and it took Lucy 
ten minutes to shove him, millimeter by millimeter, into 
the passenger seat on top of Kenny. She climbed in behind 
the wheel and slid the seat all the way forward and cranked 


the engine. 


She turned off of I-70 onto 24. According to her map, this 
stretch of highway ran forty-four miles to a nothing town 
called Hanksville. From her experience, it didn’t get much 
quieter than this barren, lifeless waste of countryside. 

Ten miles south, she veered onto a dirt road and follow-ed 
it the length of several football fields, until the highway was 
almost lost to sight. She killed the engine, stepped out. Late 
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afternoon. Windless. Soundless. The boys would be waking 
soon, and she was already starting to glow. She opened the 
guitar case and retrieved the syringe, gave Kenny and Matt 
another healthy dose. 

By the time she’d wrangled them out of the car into the 
desert, dusk had fallen and she’d drenched herself in sweat. 
She rolled the men onto their backs and splayed out their 
arms and legs so they appeared to be making snow angels 
in the dirt. 


Lucy removed their shoes and socks. The pair of scissors 
was the kind used to cut raw chicken, with thick, serrated 
blades. She trimmed off their shirts and cut away their 


pants and underwear. 


Kenny and Matt had returned to full, roaring con- 
sciousness by 1:15 a.m. Naked. Ankles and wrists tightly 
bound with deeply scuffed handcuffs, heads helmeted, 
staring at the small, plain hitchhiker who squatted down 
facing them at the back of the car, blinding them with a 
hand held spotlight. 

“I didn’t think you were ever going to wake up,” Lucy 
said. 


“What the hell are you doing?” Matt looked angry. 
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Kenny said, “These cuffs hurt. Get them off.” 

She held a locking carabiner attached to a chain that 
ran underneath the Subaru. She clipped it onto another pair 
of carabiners. A rope fed through each one, and the ends of 
the ropes had been tied to the handcuffs on the boys’ ankles. 

“Oh my God, she’s crazy, dude.” 

“Lucy, please. Don’t. We’ll give you anything you want. 
We won't tell anyone.” 

She smiled. “That’s really sweet of you, Matt, but this is 
what I want. Kind of have my heart set on it.” 

She stepped over the tangle of chain and rope and 
moved toward the driver’s door as the boys hollered after 
her. 


She left the hatch open so she could hear them. Kept looking 
back as she drove slowly, so slowly, along the dirt road. They 
were still begging her, and occasionally yelling when they 
dragged over a rock or a cactus, but she got them to the 
shoulder of Highway 24 with only minor injuries. 

The moon was up and nearly full. She could see five miles 
of the road in either direction, so perfectly empty and black, 
and she wondered if the way it touched her in this moment 
felt anything like how the beauty of the those mountains 
she’d seen this morning touched normal people. 


Lucy buckled her seatbelt and glanced in the rearview 
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mirror. Matt had climbed to his feet, and he hobbled toward 
the car. 

“Hey, no fair!” she yelled and gave the accelerator a little 
gas, jerking his feet out from under him. “All right, count of 
three. We'll start small with half a mile!” 

She grasped the steering wheel, heart pumping. Shed 
done this a half dozen times but never with helmets. 

“One! Two! Three!” 

She reset the odometer and eased onto the accelerator. 
Five, ten, fifteen, twenty miles per hour, and the boys already 
beginning to scream. At four-tenths of a mile, she hit forty, 
and in the rearview mirror, Kenny’s and Matt’s pale and naked 
bodies writhed in full-throated agony, both trying to sit up 
and grab the rope and failing as they slid across the pavement 
on their bare backs, dragged by their cuffed ankles, the chains 
throwing gorgeous yellow sparks against the asphalt. 

She eased off the gas and pulled over onto the shoulder. 
Collected the spray bottle from the guitar case, unbuckled, 
jumped out, and went to the boys. They lay on their backs, 
blood pooling beneath them. Kenny must have rolled briefly 
onto his right elbow, because it had been sanded down to 
bone. 

“Please,” Matt croaked. “Please.” 

“You don’t know how beautiful you look,” she said, “but 
Tm gonna make you even prettier.” She spritzed them with 


pure, organic lemon juice, especially their backs, and to the 
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heartwarming depth of their new screams, skipped back to 
the car and hopped in and stomped the gas, their cries rising 
into something like the baying of hounds, Lucy howling 
back. She pushed the Subaru past fifty, to sixty, to seventy 
five, and in the illumination of the spotlight, the boys 
bounced along the pavement, on their backs, their sides, 
their stomachs, and with every passing second looking 
more and more lovely, and still making those delicious 
screams she could almost taste, Lucy driving with no 
headlights, doing eighty under the moon, and the cold 
winter wind rushing through the windows like the breath 
of God. 

She made it five miles, (no one had ever lasted five miles 
and she credited those well-made snowboarding helmets), 


before the skeletons finally went quiet. 


Lucy ditched what was left of the boys and drove all night 
like shed done six blasts of coke, arriving in Salt Lake as 
the sun edged up over the mountains. She checked into 
a Red Roof Inn and ran a hot bath and cleaned the new 
blood and the old blood out of the ropes and let the cara-biners 


and the chains and the handcuffs soak in the soapy water. 


In the evening she awoke, that dark weight perched on her 
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chest again. The guitar case items had dried, and she packed 
them away and dressed and headed out. The motel stood along 
the interstate, and it came down to Applebee’s or Chili’s. 

She went with the latter, because she loved their Awesome 


Blossom. 


After dinner, she walked outside and stared at the Subaru in 
the parking lot, the black rot flooding back inside of her, that 
restless, awful energy that could never be fully sated, those 
seconds of release never fully quenching, like water tinged 
with salt. She turned away from the Subaru and walked along 
the frontage road until she came to a hole in the fence. Ducked 
through. Scrambled down to the shoulder of the interstate. 

Traffic was moderate, the night cold and starry. A line of 
cars approached, bottled up behind a Winnebago. 

She walked under the bridge, set down her guitar case, 


and stuck out her thumb. 
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Donaldson pulled over onto the shoulder and lowered the 
passenger window. The girl was young and tiny, wearing a 
wool cap despite the relative warmth. 

“Where you headed?” He winked before he said it, his 
smile genuine. 

“Missoula,” Lucy answered. 

“Got a gig up there?” He pointed his chin at her guitar 
case. 

She shrugged. 

“Well, Pm going north. If you chip in for gas, and promise 
not to sing any show tunes, you can hop in.” 

The girl seemed to consider it, then nodded. She opened 
the rear door and awkwardly fit the guitar case onto the 
backseat. Before getting in, she stared at the upholstery on 
the front seats. 

“What’s with the plastic?” she asked, indicating 
Donaldson’s clear seat covers. 

“Sometimes I travel with my dog.” 

Lucy squinted at the picture taped to the dashboard—the 
portly driver holding a long-haired dachshund. 

“What’s its name?” 

“Scamp. Loveable little guy. Hates it when I’m away. But 
Tm away a lot. Pm a courier. Right now, I’m headed up to 


Idaho Falls to pick up a donor kidney.” 
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Her eyes flitted to the backseat, to a cooler with a 
biohazard sign on the lid. 

“Dont worry,” he said, taking off his hat and rubbing 
a hand through his thinning gray hair. “It’s empty for the 
time being.” 

The girl nodded, started to get in, then stopped. “Would 
you mind if I sat in the back? I don’t want to make you feel 
like a chauffeur, but I get nauseated riding up front unless 
Pm driving.” 

Donaldson paused. “Normally I wouldnt mind, Miss, 
but I don’t have any seat belts back there, and I insist my 
passengers wear one. Safety first, I always say.” 

“Of course. Can't be too careful. Cars can be dangerous.” 

“Indeed they can. Indeed.” 

The front passenger door squeaked open, and the girl 
hopped in. Donaldson watched her buckle up, and then he 
accelerated back onto the highway. 

Grinning at her, he rubbed his chin and asked, “So what’s 
your name, little lady?” 

“Pm Lucy.” She looked down at the center console. 
A Big Gulp sweated in the drink holder. She reached into 
her pocket and looked at the man and smiled. “I really 
appreciate you picking me up. I don’t think I caught your 
name.” 

“Donaldson. Pleased to meet you.” 


“Is that really your last name, or are you one of those guys 
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who have a last name for a first name?” 

“No, that’s my first.” 

They drove in silence for a mile, Donaldson glancing between 
the girl and the road. 

“Highway’s packed this time of day. I bet we’d make better 
time on the county roads. Less traffic. If that’s okay with you, 
of course.” 

“I was actually just going to suggest that,” Lucy said. 
“Weird.” 

“Well, I wouldn’t want to do anything to make you feel 
uncomfortable.” Donaldson glanced down at Lucy’s pocket. 
“Pretty young thing like yourself might get nervous driving 
off the main drag. In fact, you don’t see many young lady 
hitchers these days. I think horror movies scared them all 
away. Everyone’s worried about climbing into the car with 
a maniac.” 

Donaldson chuckled. 

“I love county roads,” Lucy said. “Much prettier scenery, 
don’t you think?” 

He nodded, taking the next exit, and Lucy leaned over, 
almost into his lap, and glanced at the gas gauge. 

“Youre running pretty low there. Your reserve light’s 
on. Why don’t we stop at this gas station up ahead. Pll put 
twenty in the tank. I also need something to drink. This 
mountain air is making my throat dry.” 


Donaldson shifted in his seat. “Oh, that light just came 
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on, and I can get fifty miles on reserve. This is a Honda, you 
know.” 

“But why push our luck? And Pm really thirsty, 
Donaldson.” 

“Here.” He lifted his Big Gulp. “It’s still half full.” 

“No offense, but I don’t drink after strangers, and I um... 
this is embarrassing...I have a cold sore in my mouth.” 

The gas station was coming up fast, and by all accounts 
it appeared to be the last stop before the county road started 
its climb into the mountains, into darkness. 

“Who am I to say no to a lady?” Donaldson said. 

He tapped the brakes and coasted into the station. It had 
probably been there for forty years, and hadnt updated since 
then. Donaldson sidled up to an old-school pump—one with 
a meter where the numbers actually scrolled up, built way 
back when closed-circuit cameras were something out of a 
science fiction magazine. 

Donaldson peered over Lucy, into the small store. A 
bored female clerk sat behind the counter, apparently asleep. 
White trash punching the minimum wage clock, not one to 
pay much attention. 

“The tank’s on your side,” Donaldson said. “I don’t think 
these old ones take credit cards.” 

“I can pay cash inside. I buy, you fly.” 

Donaldson nodded. “Okay. Pm fine with doin’ the 


pumpin’. Twenty, you said?” 


SERIAL 


“Yeah. You want anything?” 

“If they have any gum that isn’t older than I am, pick 
me up a pack. I’ve got an odd taste in my mouth for some 
reason.” 

Lucy got out of the car. Donaldson opened the glove 
compartment and quickly shoved something into his coat 
pocket. Then he set the parking brake, pocketed the keys, and 


followed her out. 


While Donaldson stood pumping gas into the Honda, 
Lucy walked across the oil-stained pavement and into 
the store. The clerk didn’t acknowledge her entrance, just 
sat staring at a small black-and-white television airing 
Jeopardy, her chin propped up in her hand and a Marlboro 
Red with a one-inch ash trailing smoke toward the ceiling. 

Lucy walked down the aisle to the back of the store and 
picked a Red Bull out of the refrigerated case. At the drink 
fountain, she went with the smallest size—sixteen ounces— 
and filled the cup with ice to the brim, followed by a little 
Dr. Pepper, Mountain Dew, Pepsi, and Orange Fanta. 

She glanced back toward the entrance and through the 
windows. Donaldson was still fussing with the pump. She 
reached into her pocket and withdrew the syringe. Uncap- 
ped the needle, shot a super-size squirt of liquid Oxycontin 
into the bubbling soda. 
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At the counter, she chose a pack of Juicy Fruit and pushed 
the items forward. 

The clerk tore herself away from a video Daily Double 
and rang up the purchase. 

“$24.52.” 

Lucy looked up from her wallet. “How much of that is 
gas?” 

“Twenty.” 

“Shit, I told him just do fifteen. Here.” She put a Jefferson 
on the filthy counter. “Ill send him in with the balance, ’cause 
this is all Pve got.” 

“Don't be trying to steal my gas.” 

Donaldson was screwing on the gas cap when Lucy 
walked up. She said, “They still need five bucks. I’m sorry. 
It came to more than twenty with the drinks and gum. I’m out 
of cash.” 

“No ATM?” 

“Here? Lucky they have electricity. I'll get you next stop.” 
She flashed a shy grin, sashaying her fingers through the air. 
“Cross my heart and hope to die.” 

He just stared at her for a moment, then turned and 
started toward the store. Lucy opened the front passenger 
door and traded out Donaldson’s Big Gulp for the fresh drink. 
She tossed the bucket-size cup into a trashcan between the 
pumps and climbed in. 


Donaldson was at the counter. Lucy glanced into the 
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backseat at the cooler with the biohazard sign. She looked 
into the convenience store, back at the cooler, then spun 
quickly around in her seat and reached back toward the lid. 

Empty. The inside a dull, stained white. She closed it 
again. 

Donaldson’s footsteps slapped at the pavement. She 
settled back into her seat as he opened his door. The chassis 
bounced when he eased his bulk behind the wheel. 

“Sorry about that,” Lucy said. “I thought I had another 
ten. I could swear my snowboarder friend gave me some 
cash.” She stuck out her lower lip, pouting. “I got you some 
gum. And a new drink.” 

Donaldson frowned, but he took the Juicy Fruit, ran it 
under his nose. 

“Thank you, kindly. Fresh soda too, huh?” 

Lucy cracked open the Red Bull and nodded. 

“Cheers. To new friends.” She took a sip. A trail of pink 
liquid dribbled down the corner of her mouth, hugging her 
chin and neck, dampening her shirt. 

Donaldson shifted in his chair and reached for the cup. 
He sipped on the straw and made a face. 

“What flavor is this?” 

“I didn’t know what you liked,” Lucy said. “So I got you a 
little of everything.” 

Donaldson chuckled his approval, then turned the key 


and put the car into gear. 
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The winding county road ahead was pitch black, like 
driving through ink. Donaldson sipped his soda. Lucy 
watched him closely, taking periodic nips at her energy drink. 
The cool, dry air seemed to crackle with electricity as they 
climbed into the mountains. 

“So is that really a guitar in that case?” Donaldson asked 
after five miles of silence. 

“What do you think?” 

“TIl be honest with you, darlin’. You're a bit of a mystery 
to me. I’ve been around, but I’m not sure what to make of 
you.” 

“How so?” 

“You're young. But youve heard of Vietnam, Pm 
guessing.” 

“I loved Platoon.” 

Donaldson nodded. “Well then, you were practically there 
in the rice paddies with me, going toe to toe with the Cong.” 

He drank more soda. Lucy watched. 

“Took some shrapnel in my hip in Ca Lu,” Donaldson 
said. “Nicked my sciatic nerve. Biggest nerve in the body. Pain 
sometimes gets so bad I can chew through a bath towel. Do 
you understand pain, little girl?” 

“More so than you'd think.” 

“So you should know, then, opiates and I are friends 
from way back.” Donaldson took a big pull off the soda. “So 


spiking my drink here hasnt done much more than make 
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me a little horny. Actually a lot horny.” Donaldson turned 
to Lucy. “You’re about as musical as I am Christian. So you 
want to tell me what your game is, or do I take you over 
my knee and spank you right now like the naughty girl 
you are?” 

Lucy said, “It’s Oxycontin. Did they have that back in 
*Nam, gramps? And you being one fat bastard, I squirted two 
hundred and fifty milligrams into your drink. Pm not some 
frat boy trying to roofie up a chunky freshman. I gave you 
the rhino dose.” 

She tested the weight of the Styrofoam cup. “Jesus, you’ve 
already gone through half of it? I’m actually more concerned 
you're going to die of a drug overdose instead of the fun I have 
planned.” 

She reached across the seat and squeezed his leg. “Look, 
you will be losing consciousness shortly, so we don’t have 
much time. Pull the car over. Pd like to take you up on that 
spanking.” 

Donaldson stared at her, blinked hard twice, and stomped 
the brake pedal. 

Lucy’s seatbelt released and she slammed into the metal- 
reinforced dashboard. Donaldson shook his head, then 
swiped the zip tie from his pocket. He grabbed a handful 
of wool cap and the hair beneath it and yanked Lucy up off 
the floor. She fought hard, but weight and strength won out 
and he cinched her hands behind her back. 
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Donaldson glanced through the windshield, then 
checked the rearview mirror. Darkness. 

Lucy laughed through her shattered nose and ran her 
tongue along her swollen upper lip and gums—two front 
teeth MIA. 

Donaldson blinked and shook his head again. Pulled off 
the road onto the shoulder. 

“Were gonna have some fun, little girl,” he said. “And 
two hundred and fifty milligrams is like candy to me.” 

He ran a clumsy paw across her breasts, squeezing hard, 
then turned his attention to the backseat. 

The guitar case had two clasps, one on the body, one on 
the neck. 

Donaldson slapped the left side of his face three times 
and then opened the case. 

A waft of foulness seeped out of the velvet-lined guitar 
lid, although the contents didn’t seem to be the source—a 
length of chain. Four pairs of handcuffs. Three carabiners. 
Vials of liquid Oxycontin. Cutlery shears. A spotlight. A 
small spray bottle. Two coils of climbing rope. And a snow- 
boarding helmet. 

The front passenger door squeaked open and Donaldson 
spun around as Lucy fell backward out of the car. He lunged 
into her seat, but she kicked the door. It slammed into 
his face, his chin crunching his mouth closed, and as the 


door recoiled, he saw Lucy struggling onto her feet, her 
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wrists still bound behind her back. 

She disappeared into the woods. 

Donaldson tooka moment, fumbling for the door handle. 
He found it, but paused. 

He adjusted the rearview mirror, grinning to see the 
blood between his teeth. 

“Should we let this one go, sport? Or show the little 
missus that there are things a lot scarier than a guitar case 
full of bondage shit?” 

Donaldson winked at his reflection, yanked out the keys, 
yanked up the brake, and shoved his door open. He weaved 
over to the trunk, a stupid grin on his face, got the right key 
in on the third try. 

Among the bottles of bleach solution, the rolls of paper 
towels, the gas cans, and the baby wipes, Donaldson grabbed 
the only weapon an upstanding citizen could legally carry 
without harassment from law enforcement. 

The tire iron clenched in his hand, he bellowed at the 
woods. 

“Pm coming for you, Lucy! And there won't be any drugs 
to dull your pain!” 

He stumbled into the forest after her, his erection 


beginning to blossom. 


She crouched behind a juniper tree, the zip tie digging into 
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her wrists. Absolute darkness in the woods, nothing to see, 
but everything to hear. 

Donaldson yelled, “Don’t hide from me, little girl! It'll 
just make me angry!” 

His heavy footsteps crunched in the leaves. Lucy eased 
down onto her butt and leaned back, legs in the air, then slid 
her bound wrists up the length of them. Donaldson stumbled 
past her tree, invisible, less than ten feet away. 

“Lucy? Where are you?” His words slurred. “I just wanna 
talk.” 

“Tm over here, big boy! Still waiting for that spanking!” 

His footsteps abruptly stopped. Dead quiet for thirty 
seconds, and then the footsteps started up again, heading in 
her general direction. 

“Oh, no, please,” she moaned. “Don’t hurt me, Donaldson. 
Tm so afraid you'll hurt me.” 

He was close now, and she turned and started back toward 
the road, her hands out in front of her to prevent collision 
with a tree. 

A glint of light up ahead—the Honda’s windshield 
catching a piece of moonlight. 

Lucy emerged from the woods, her hands throbbing 
from circulation loss. She stumbled into the car and turned 
around to watch the treeline. 

“Come on, big boy! Pm right here! You can make it!” 


Donaldson staggered out of the woods holding a tire 
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iron, and when the moon struck his eyes, they were already 
half-closed. 

He froze. 

He opened his mouth to say something, but fell over 


instead, dropping like an old, fat tree. 


Donaldson opened his eyes and lifted his head. Dawn and 
freezing cold. He lay in weeds at the edge of the woods, his 
head resting in a padded helmet. His wrists had been cuffed, 
hands purple from lack of blood flow, and his ankles were 
similarly bound. He was naked and glazed with dew, and as 
the world came into focus, he saw that one of those carabiners 
from Lucy’s guitar case had been clipped to his ankle cuffs. A 
climbing rope ran from that carabiner to another carabiner, 
which was clipped to a chain which was wrapped around the 
trailer hitch of his Honda. 

The driver-side door opened and Lucy got out, walked 
down through the weeds. She came over and sat on his chest, 
giving him a missing-toothed smile. 

“Morning, Donaldson. You of all people will appreciate 
what’s about to happen.” 

Donaldson yawned, then winked at her. “Aren’t you just 
the prettiest thing to wake up to?” 

Lucy batted her eyelashes. 


“Thank you. That’s sweet. Now, the helmet is so you don’t 
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die too fast. Head injuries ruin the fun. We'll go slow in the 
beginning. Barely walking speed. Then we'll speed up a bit 
when we get you onto asphalt. The last ones screamed for 
five miles. They were skeletons when I finally pulled over. But 
you're so heavy, I think you just might break that record.” 

“I have some bleach spray in the trunk,” Donaldson said. 
“You might want to spritz me with that first, make it hurt 
even more.” 

“I prefer lemon juice, but it’s no good until after the first 
half mile.” 

Donaldson laughed. 

“You think this is a joke?” 

He shook his head. “No. But when you have the 
opportunity to kill, you should kill. Not talk.” 

Donaldson sat up, quick for a man his size, and rammed 
his helmet into Lucy’s face. As she reeled back, he caught her 
shirt with his swollen hands and rolled on top of her, his bulk 
making her gasp. 

“The keys,” he ordered. “Undo my hands, right now.” 

Lucy tried to talk, but her lungs were crushed. Donaldson 
shifted and she gulped in some air. 

“TIn...the...guitar case...” 

“That’s a shame. That means you die right here. Person- 
ally, I think suffocation is the way to go. All that panic and 
struggle. Dragging some poor sap behind you? Where’s the 


fun in that? Hell, you can’t even see it without taking your 
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eyes off the road, and that’s a dangerous way to drive, girl.” 

Lucy’s eyes bulged, her face turning scarlet. 

“Poc...ket.” 

“Take your time. I'll wait.” 

Lucy managed to fish out the handcuff keys. Donaldson 
shifted again, giving her a fraction more room, and she 
unlocked a cuff from one of his wrists. 

He winced, his face getting mean. 

“Now let me tell you about the survival of the fittest, little 
lady. There’s a...” 

The chain suddenly jerked, tugging Donaldson across 
the ground. He clutched Lucy. 

“Where are the car keys, you stupid bitch?” 

“In the ignition...” 

“You didn’t set the parking brake! Give me the handcuff 
key!” 

The car crept forward, beginning to pick up speed as it 
rolled quietly down the road. 

The skin of Donaldson’s right leg tore against the ground, 
peeling off, and the girl pounded on him, fighting to get 
away. 

“The key!” he howled, losing his grip on her. He clawed 
at her waist, her hips, and snagged her foot. 

Lucy screamed when the cuff snicked tightly around her 
ankle. 


“No! No no no!” She tried to sit up, to work the key into 
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the lock, but they hit a hole and it bounced from her grasp. 

They were dragged off the dirt and onto the road. 

Lucy felt the pavement eating through her trench coat, 
Donaldson in hysterics as it chewed through the fat of his 
ass, and the car still accelerating down the five-percent 
grade. 

At thirty miles per hour, the fibers of Lucy’s trench coat 
were sanded away, along with her camouflage panties, and 
just as she tugged a folding knife out of her pocket and began 
to hack at her ankle, the rough county road began to grind 
through her coccyx. 

She dropped the knife and they screamed together for 
two of the longest miles of their wretched lives, until the 
road curved and the Honda didn’t, and the car and Lucy and 
Donaldson all punched together through a guardrail and 


took the fastest route down the mountain. 
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In which Joe and Blake 
interview each other 
about the experience of 
writing “Serial” 


BLAKE: I know it must be a great thrill getting 
to work with me, probably the real reason you wanted to 
become a writer in the first place. Did the experience live up 
to the dream? 

JOE: I can’t remember where we met for the first 
time. I think it was Jon Jordan (editor of the Crimespree zine) 
who gave me one of your books and said, “Read this, this guy 
is sick like you.” He was right. But to answer your question, 
yes, the experience lived up to the dream. I’ve collaborated 
on stories with several authors (Henry Perez, Tom Schreck, 
Jeff Strand, F. Paul Wilson) but nothing ever came so fast 
and furious, with so little need for revision. We cranked out 
almost 8000 words in something like five hours. This might 
be a good place to talk about our co-writing process. 

BLAKE: You pitched this idea to me in an email: 
“Now, let’s consider hitchhiking. You aren’t supposed to go 
hitch hiking, because the driver who picks you up could be 


crazy. You arent supposed to pick up hitchhikers, because 
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they could be crazy. Now if we were to collaborate, I write 
a scene where a driver kills someone he picked up. You 
write a scene where a hitchhiker kills the guy who gave him 
a ride. Then we get these two together...” 

I was immediately hooked. As I recall, we each wrote 
our sections in isolation, and we didn’t share them with 
each other. When they were as good as they could be, 
you emailed me 200 words to kick off section 3, and 
I wrote back the next hundred words or so. You write 
much faster than I do so you pretty much just 
harassed me until I would email you back with my 
scene, or rather, my response to what your 
character had done. Do you remember the ground rules 
we came up with for writing section 3 together? I don't 
think we had an end in mind when we started. Didnt 
we just let it flow organically and hope it came out all 
right? 

JOE: We had no end, and we werent allowed to 
get into our characters thoughts. It was a straight 
third-person observational point of view, with no head- 
hopping. Sort of like a screenplay. The action had to be 
on the page. 

BLAKE: What made this so fun for me was that 
it was like playing chess with words. I created 
my very evil character and gave her a certain MO. 


You created the vastly demented Donaldson and 
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gave him an MO, however as we began to email back 
and forth the text for section 3, we didnt know 
anything about each others’ characters. In fact, I tried to 
get my girl to sit in the backseat, but you wouldn't let 
her. You insisted she sit up front. I didn’t know why, but 
I knew it couldn't be good. 

JOE: It was like we were really trying to kill each 
other. Which was fun to do with you, because you're just 
as twisted as I am. You were writing LOCKED DOORS at the 
same time I was writing RUSTY NAIL, and we both wound 
up with a similar gimmick independent of one another; 
all serial killers have families. 

BLAKE: You and I share a similar sensibility in the 
darker side of fiction. There have been other instances when 
we were working on projects that had similarities. Like in 
AFRAID and SNOWBOUND when we both wrote scenes 
with wolves and bear traps. We also both love beer. 

JOE: Might be worth doing a brief bio here, for those 
who haven’t read us before. 

I write thrillers under the name JA Konrath, about 
a cop named Jack Daniels who chases serial killers. The 
books have some laughs, but also contain a lot of dark, scary 
parts. Over the years I’ve gotten a fair amount of mail from 
fans, asking if I would ever do a scary book without any 
jokes. AFRAID was the result. Because it’s no-holds-barred 


horror, I used a pen name, Jack Kilborn. 
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BLAKE: My first two books featured suspense writer 
Andy Thomas, who gets pulled into a nightmarish world 
even worse than the ones he writes about. My new one, 
ABANDON, which comes out this July is about a mining 
town that vanishes in 1893 in the Colorado mountains. This 


was fun, Bro! Until next time! 
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SERIAL 


The hunter’s moon, a shade of orange so dark it appeared to 
be filled with blood, hung fat and low over the mirror surface 
of Big Lake McDonald. Sal Morton took in a lungful of crisp 
Wisconsin air, shifted on his seat cushion, and cast his Lucky 13 
lure over the stern. The night of fishing had been uneventful; 
a few small bass earlier in the evening, half a dozen Northern 
Pike—none bigger than a pickle—and then, nothing. The zip 
of his baitcaster unspooling and the plop of the bait hitting 
the water were the only sounds he’d heard for the last hour. 

Until the helicopter exploded. 

It was already over the water before Sal noticed it. 
Black, without any lights, silhouetted by the moon. And 
quiet. Twenty years ago Sal had taken his wife Maggie on a 
helicopter ride at the Dells, both of them forced to ride with 
their hands clamped over their ears to muffle the sound. 
This one made a fraction of that noise. It hummed, like a 
refrigerator. 

The chopper came over the lake on the east side, low 
enough that its downdraft produced large eddies and waves. 
So close to the water Sal wondered if its wake might overturn 
his twelve foot aluminum boat. He ducked as it passed over 
him, knocking off his Packers baseball cap, scattering lures, 
lifting several empty Schmidt beer cans and tossing them 
overboard. 

Sal dropped his pole next to his feet and gripped 
the sides of the boat, moving his body against the pitch and 
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yaw. When capsizing ceased to be a fear, Sal squinted at the 
helicopter for a tag, a marking, some sort of ID, but it lacked 
both writing and numbers. It might as well have been a black 
ghost. 

Three heartbeats later the helicopter had crossed the 
thousand yard expanse of lake and dipped down over the tree 
line on the opposite shore. What was a helicopter doing in 
Safe Haven? Especially at night? Why was it flying so low? 
And why did it appear to have landed near his house? 

Then came the explosion. 

He felt it a moment after he saw it. A vibration in his 
feet, as if someone had hit the bow with a bat. Then a soft 
warm breeze on his face, carrying mingling scents of burning 
wood and gasoline. The cloud of flames and smoke went up at 
least fifty feet. 

After watching for a moment, Sal retrieved his pole 
and reeled in his lure, then pulled the starter cord on his 
7.5 horsepower Evinrude. The motor didmt turn over. The 
second and third yank yielded similar results. Sal swore 
and began to play with the choke, wondering if Maggie was 
scared by the crash, hoping she was all right. 

Maggie Morton awoke to what she thought was 
thunder. Storms in upper Wisconsin could be as mean 
as anywhere on earth, and in the twenty-six years they'd 
owned this house she and Sal had to replace several cracked 


windows and half the roof due to weather damage. 
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She opened her eyes, listened for the dual accompa- 
niment of wind and rain. Strangely, she heard neither. 

Maggie squinted at the red blur next to the bed, 
groped for her glasses, pushed them on her face. The blur 
focused and became the time: 10:46 

“Sal?” she called. She repeated it, louder, in case he 
was downstairs. 

No answer. Sal usually fished until midnight, so his 
absence didn’t alarm her. She considered flipping on the 
light, but investigating the noise that woke her held much 
less appeal than the soft down pillow and the warm flannel 
sheets tucked under her chin. Maggie removed her glasses, 
returned them to the night stand, and went back to sleep. 

The sound of the front door opening roused her 
sometime later. 

“Sal?” 

She listened to the footfalls below her, the wooden 
floors creaking. First in the hallway, and then into the 
kitchen. 

“Sal!” Louder this time. After thirty-five years of 
marriage, her husband’s ears were just one of many body parts 
that seemed to be petering out on him. Maggie had talked to 
him about getting a hearing aid, but whenever she brought 
up the topic he smiled broadly and pretended not to hear her, 
and they both wound up giggling. Funny, when they were in 


the same room. Not funny when they were on different floors 
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and Maggie needed his attention. 

“Sal!” 

No answer. 

Maggieconsidered banging on the floor, andwondered 
what the point would be. She knew the man downstairs was 
Sal. Who else could it be? 

Right? 

Their lake house was the last one on Gold Star Road, 
and their nearest neighbor, the Kinsels, resided over half a 
mile down the shore and had left for the season. The solitude 
was one of the reasons the Mortons bought this property. 
Unless she went to town to shop, Maggie would often go 
days without seeing another human being, not counting her 
husband. The thought of someone else being in their home 
was ridiculous. 

Reassured by that thought, Maggie closed her eyes. 

She opened them a moment later, when the sound of 
the microwave carried up the stairs. Then came the muffled 
machine-gun report of popcorn popping. Sal shouldn't be 
eating at this hour. The doctor had warned him about that, 
and how it aggravated his acid reflux disease, which in turn 
aggravated Maggie with his constant tossing and turning all 
night. 

She sighed, annoyed, and sat up in bed. 

“Sal! The doctor said no late night snacks!” 


No answer. Maggie wondered if Sal indeed had a 
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hearing problem, or if he simply used that as an excuse for 
not listening to her. This time she did swing a foot off the bed 
and stomp on the floor, three times, with her heel. 

She waited for his response. 

Got none. 

Maggie did it again, and followed it up with yelling, 
“Sal!” loud as she could. 

Ten seconds passed. 

Ten more. 

Then she heard the sound of the downstairs toilet 
flush. 

Anger coursed through Maggie. Her husband had 
obviously heard her, and was ignoring her. That wasn’t like 
Sal at all. 

Then, almost like a blush, a wave of doubt overtook 
her. What if the person downstairs wasn’t Sal? 

It has to be, she told herself. She hadn't heard any boats 
coming up to the dock, or cars pulling onto their property. 
Besides, Maggie was a city girl, born and raised in Chicago. 
Twenty-some years in the Northwoods hadn’t broken her of 
the habit of locking doors before going to sleep. 

The anger returned. Sal was deliberately ignoring her. 
When he came upstairs, she was going to give him a lecture 
to end all lectures. Or perhaps she’d ignore him for a while. 
Turnabout was fair play. 

Comforted by the thought, she closed her eyes. The 
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familiar sound of Sal’s outboard motor drifted in through 
the window, getting closer. That Evinrude was older than Sal 
was. Why he didn’t buy a newer, faster motor was beyond her 
understanding. One of the reasons she hated going out on the 
lake with him was because it stalled all the time and— 

Maggie jack-knifed to a sitting position, panic 
spiking through her body. If Sal was still out on the boat, then 
who was in her house? 

She fumbled for her glasses, then picked up the 
phone next to her clock. No dial tone. She pressed buttons, 
but the phone just wouldn't work. 

Maggie’s breath became shallow, almost a pant. Sal’s 
boat drew closer, but he was still several minutes away from 
docking. And even when he got home, what then? Sal was an 
old man. What could he do against an intruder? 

She held her breath, trying to listen to noises from 
downstairs. Maggie did hear something, but the sound wasn’t 
coming from the lower level. It was coming from the hallway 
right outside her bedroom. 

The sound of someone chewing popcorn. 

Maggie wondered what she should do. Say something? 
Maybe this was all some sort of mistake, some confused 
tourist who had walked into the wrong house. Or perhaps 
this was a robber, looking for money or drugs. Give him what 
he wanted, and he’d leave. No need for anyone to get hurt. 

“Who’s there?” 
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More munching. Closer. He was practically in the 
room. She could smell the popcorn now, the butter and salt, 
and the odor made her stomach do flip-flops. 

“My...medication is in the bathroom cabinet. And my 
purse is on the chair by the door. Take it.” 

The ruffling of a paper bag, and more chewing. Open- 
mouthed chewing. Loud, like someone smacking gum. Why 
wouldn't he say anything? 

“What do you want?” 

No answer. 

Maggie was shivering now. The tourist scenario was 
gone from her head, the robber scenario fading fast. A new 
scenario entered Maggie’s mind. The scenario of campfire 
stories and horror movies. The boogeyman, hiding under the 
bed. The escaped lunatic, searching for someone to hurt, to kill. 

Maggie needed to get out of there, to get away. She 
could run to the car, or meet Sal on the dock and get into his 
boat, or even hide out in the woods. She could hurry to the 
guest bedroom, lock the door, open up the window, climb 
down— 

Chewing, right next to the bed. Maggie gasped, 
pulling the flannel sheets to her chest. She squinted into the 
darkness, could barely make out the dark figure of a man 
standing a few feet away. 

The bag rustled. Something touched Maggie’s face 
and she gasped. A tiny pat on her cheek. It happened again, 
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on her forehead, making her flinch. Again, and she swatted 
out with her hand, finding the object on the pillow. 

Popcorn. He was throwing popcorn at her. 

Maggie’s voice came out in a whisper. “What...what 
are you going to do?” 

The springs creaked as he sat on the edge of the bed. 

“Everything,” he said. 
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Wind rips through the crags a thousand feet above, 
nothing moving in this godforsaken town, and the 
muleskinner knows that something is wrong. Two miles 
south stands Bartholomew Packer’s mine, the Godsend, a 
twenty-stamp mill that should be filling this box canyon 
with the thudding racket of the rock-crushers pulverizing 
ore. The sound of the stamps in operation is the sound 
of money being made, and only two things will stop them— 
Christmas and tragedy. 

He dismounts his albino steed, the horse’s pinked 
nostrils flaring, dirty mane matted with ice. The single-rig 
saddle is snow-crusted as well, its leather and cloth 
components—the mochila and shabrack—frozen stiff. He 
rubs George the horse’s neck, speaking in soft, low tones 
he knows will calm the animal, telling him he did a good 
day’s work and that a warm stable awaits with feed and fresh 
water. 

The muleskinner opens his wallet, collects the pint 
of busthead he bought at a bodega in Silverton, and swallows 
the remaining mouthful, whiskey crashing into his empty 
stomach like iced fire. 

He wades through waist-deep snow to the mercantile, 
bangs his shop-mades on the doorframe. Inside, the lamps 
have been extinguished and the big stove squats dormant 
in the corner, unattended by the usual constellation of 


miners jawboning over coffee and tobacco. He calls for the 
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owner as he crosses the board floor, moving between shelves, 
past stacked crates and burlap sacks bulging with sugar and 
flour. 

‘Jessup? It’s Brady! You in back?” 

The twelve burros crane their scrawny necks in his 
direction when Brady emerges from the merc. He reaches 
into his greatcoat, pulls out a tin of Star Navy tobacco, and 
shoves a chaw between lips and gums gone blackish purple in 
the last year. 

“What the hell?” he whispers. 

When he delivered supplies two weeks ago, this little 
mining town was bustling. Now Abandon looms listless 
before him in the gloom of late afternoon, streets empty, 
snow banked high against the unshoveled plank sidewalks, 
no tracks as far as he can see. 

The cabins scattered across the lower slopes lie buried 
to their chimneys, and with not a one of them smoking, the 
air smells too clean. 

Brady is a man at home in solitude, often days on 
the trail, alone in wild, quiet places, but this silence is all 
wrong—a lie. He feels menaced by it, and with each passing 
moment, more certain that something has happened here. 

A wall of dark clouds scrapes over the peaks and 
snowflakes begin to speck the sleeves of his slicker. Here 
comes the wind. Chimes clang together over the doorway 


of the merc. It will be night soon. 
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He makes his way up the street into the saloon, still 
half-expecting Joss Maddox, the beautiful barkeep, to assault 
him with some gloriously profane greeting. No one’s there. 
Not the mute piano player, not a single customer, and again, 
no light from the kerosene lamps, no warmth from the 
potbellied stove, just a half-filled glass on the pine bar, the 
beer frozen through. 

The path to the nearest cabin lies beneath untrodden 
snow, and without webs, it takes five minutes to cover a 
hundred yards. 

He pounds his gloved fist against the door, counts to 
sixty. The latch string hasn't been pulled in, and despite the 
circumstance, he still feels like a trespasser as he steps inside 
uninvited. 

In the dark, his eyes strain to adjust. 

Around the base of a potted spruce tree, crumpled 
pages of newspaper clutters the dirt floor—remnants of 
Christmas. 

Food sits untouched on a rustic table, far too lavish 
to be any ordinary meal for the occupants of this cramped, 
one-room cabin. This was Christmas dinner. 

He removes a glove, touches the ham—cold and 
hard as ore. A pot of beans have frozen in their broth. The 
cake feels more like pumice than sponge, and two jagged 
glass stems still stand upright, the wine having frozen and 


shattered the crystal cups. 
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Outside again, back with his pack train, he shouts, 
turning slowly in the middle of the street so the words carry 
in all directions. 

“Anyone here?” 

His voice and the fading echo of it sound so small 
rising against the vast, indifferent sweep of wilderness. The 
sky dims. Snow falls harder. The church at the north end of 
town disappears in the storm. 

It’s twenty miles back to Silverton, and the pack train 
has been on the trail since before first light. They need rest. 
Having skinned mules the last sixteen hours, he needs it, too, 
though the prospect of spending the night in Abandon, in 
this awful silence, unnerves him. 

As he slips a boot into the stirrup, ready to drive the 
burros down to the stables, he notices something beyond the 
cribs at the south end of town. He puts George forward, trots 
through deep powder between the false-fronted buildings, 
and when he sees what caught his eye, whispers, “You old 
fool.” 

Just a snowman scowling at him, spindly arms made 
of spruce branches. Pinecones for teeth and eyes. Garland for 
a crown. 

He tugs the reins, turning George back toward town, 
and the jolt of seeing her provokes, “Lord God Amighty.” 

He drops his head, tries to allay the thumping of his 
heart in the thin air. When he looks up again, the young girl 


63 


SERIAL 


is still there, perhaps six or seven, apparition-pale and just 
ten feet away, with locomotive-black curls and coal eyes to 
match—so dark and with such scant delineation between iris 
and pupil, they more resemble wet stones. 

“You put a fright in me,” he says. “What are you doin 
out here all alone?” 

She backpedals. 

“Don’t be scart. I ain't the bogeyman.” Brady alights, 
wades toward her through the snow. With the young girl in 
webs sunk only a foot in powder, and the muleskinner to his 
waist, he thinks it odd to stand eye to eye with a child. 

“You all right?” he asks. “I didn’t think there was 
nobody here.” 

The snowflakes stand out like white confetti in the 
child’s hair. 

“They're all gone,” she says, no emotion, no tears, 
just an unaffected statement of fact. 

“Even your Ma and Pa?” 

She nods. 

“Where'd they all go to? Can you show me?” 

She takes another step back, reaches into her gray 
woolen cloak. The single-action Army isa heavy sidearm, and 
it sags comically in the child’s hand so she holds it like a rifle, 
Brady too surprised to do a thing but watch as she struggles 
with the hammer. 


“Okay, Pll show you,” she says, the hammer locked 
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back, sighting him up, her small finger already in the trigger 
guard. 

“Now hold on, wait just a—” 

“Stay still.” 

“That ain't no toy to point in someone’s direction. 
It’s for—” 

“Killin. I know. You'll feel better directly.” 

As Brady scrambles for a way to rib up this young girl to hand 
him the gun, he hears the report ricocheting through the 
canyon, finds himself lying on his back, surrounded by 

a wall of snow. 

In the oval of gray winter sky, the child’s face appears, 
looking down at him. 

What in God’s— 

“It made a hole in your neck.” 

He attempts to tell her to stable George and the 
burros, see that they’re fed and watered. After all the work 
they put in today, they deserve at least that. Only gurgles 
emerge, and when he tries to breathe, his throat whistles. 

She points the Army at his face again, one eye closed, 
the barrel slightly quivering, a parody of aiming. 

He stares up into the deluge of snowflakes, the sky 
already immersed in bluish dusk that seems to deepen before 
his eyes, and he wonders, Is the day really fading that fast, or 
amI? 
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